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BP PORTRAIT AWARD COMES TO FIRSTSITE 
 
 

 

 
Exhibition dates: 8 April – 18 June 2017 
Preview: Friday 7 April, 6-9 pm  
 
* For immediate release * 
 
Firstsite is delighted to announce it will be exhibiting the finalists and 
winners of the BP Portrait Award 2016. Now in its thirty-seventh year, the 
competition is truly international, attracting 2,557 entries by artists from 80 
countries around the world, and offering a £30,000 prize to the winner. 

BP	  Portrait	  Award	  winner	  Clara	  Drummond’s	  Girl	  in	  a	  Liberty	  Dress,	  2016	  ©	  Clara	  Drummond	  
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From parents to poseurs, figurative nudes to famous faces and expressive 
sketches to piercing photo-realism, the variety and vitality in the exhibition 
continues to make it an unmissable highlight of the annual art calendar. 
 
The 2016 Award was won by 38-year-old Cambridgeshire-based artist 
Clara Drummond, for Girl in a Liberty Dress, a striking portrait of her friend 
and fellow artist Kirsty Buchanan. Drummond was selected for the BP 
Portrait Award in 2013 and 2014 for portraits of the same sitter, having 
previously been selected with different sitters in 2006 and 2009. When 
Kirsty sat for Clara for this portrait she wore a vintage Liberty dress inspired 
by the fact that both artists were working on an exhibition at the time with 
the William Morris Society Archive.   

The judges, including artist Jenny Saville and writer Alan Hollinghurst, were 
impressed by the portrait’s skillful execution and its subtle and enigmatic 
qualities. The second prize of £10,000 went to Chinese artist Bo Wang, 34, 
for Silence, a portrait depicting his grandmother lying on her hospital bed a 
month before she died.  The third prize of £8,000 went to artist Benjamin 
Sullivan, 39, for Hugo, a portrait of the poet Hugo Williams painted in the 
study of his Islington home. 

The BP Young Artist Award of £7,000 for the work of a selected entrant 
aged between 18 and 30 was won by British artist Jamie Coreth for Dad 
Sculpting Me.   

Of the show, Firstsite director Sally Shaw says: ‘The BP Portrait Award is a 
national institution. The quality of the works in 2016 was, as usual, 
outstanding, and we are delighted to show the shortlisted artists, along with 
the winner, Clara Drummond, at Firstsite.’ 
 
 
For more information, please contact Albany Arts Communications: 
 
Carla von der Becke, carla@albanyartscommunications.com 
t:  + 44 (0) 20 73 88 09 97 
m: + 44 (0) 79 74 25 29 94 
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Notes to Editors: 
 
About the BP Portrait Award: 
The BP Portrait Award is the most important portrait prize in the world — The Daily Mail has 
described it as ‘the portraiture Oscars’. The judging panel for 2016 was: Nicholas Cullinan, 
Director, National Portrait Gallery, London (Chair); Christopher Baker, Director, Scottish 
National Portrait Gallery, Edinburgh; Alan Hollinghurst, writer; Sarah Howgate, Senior 
Curator, Contemporary Collections, National Portrait Gallery, London; Jenny Saville, artist; Des 
Violaris, Director, UK Arts & Culture, BP.  
BP support for UK Arts & Culture: In the UK, BP is a major supporter of the arts with a 
programme that spans over 50 years. BP’s investment in long term partnerships with the British 
Museum, the National Portrait Gallery, the Royal Opera House, the Royal Shakespeare 
Company and Tate Britain represent one of the most significant long-term corporate 
investments in UK arts and culture. www.bp.com/arts. 
 
 

Winner: Clara Drummond 
 
About Clara Drummond: 
Born in Edinburgh, Cambridgeshire-based Clara Drummond studied modern languages at 
Cambridge University before going on to study at the Prince’s Drawing School. Her portrait 
of Girl in a Liberty Dress is of her friend, the artist Kirsty Buchanan who would wear a vintage 
Liberty dress at sittings. Both artists were working with the William Morris Society archive on an 
exhibition and were looking at the hand drawn patterns for fabrics, wallpapers and tapestries by 
Jane Morris and May Morris, William Morris's wife and daughter. Drummond says of Kirsty that 
'she is inspiring because she is always immersed in the ideas around whatever she is making at 
the time, history, nature, mythology and art all feed into her work, so when I am drawing or 
painting her it feels more like a collaboration than a portrait sitting.' Previous portraits include 
artist and model Iris Palmer for BP Portrait Award 2009, and her friend, actor Ben Whishaw, 
from 2005.  
 
Judges’ comments – Girl in a Liberty Dress: ‘This year’s overall winner was noted by all of the 
judges for its subtle, enigmatic nature, and for the indelible impression the artist’s skill makes on 
the viewer.’ 
 
Second Prize: Bo Wang  
 
About Bo Wang: 
Chinese artist Bo Wang is a lecturer at Suzhou University of Science and Technology in 
Jiangsu. He studied at the Ilia Repin St Petersburg Academic Institute for Painting, Sculpture 
and Architecture and has exhibited at the National Art Museum of China, in Beijing, and the 
Xinjiang International Exhibition Centre. His portrait depicts his grandmother lying on the 
hospital bed a month before she died, while she was in the terminal stages of cancer and losing 
her ability to speak. ‘Sometimes she tilted her head and looked at me,’ says Bo Wang. ‘There 
was too much emotion in her eyes to be expressed in words.  I almost forgot about painting 
techniques or any specific style, just trying to use my brushes to communicate silently with my 
grandma. I can strongly feel the state of a dying life when I think of her eyes’. Bo Wang says the 
work of Paul Gauguin is always in his mind when thinking of this portrait especially the artist’s 
enigmatically titled masterpiece  –  Where are we from? Who are we? Where shall we go? 
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Judges’ comments - Silence: ‘The judges found that Bo Wang’s portrait of his grandmother in a 
hospital bed as she lay dying was a moving and deeply affecting portrait.’ 

Third Prize: Benjamin Sullivan 

About Benjamin Sullivan: 
Grimsby-born Benjamin Sullivan, who lives in Suffolk, gained a BA (Hons) in Drawing and 
Painting from Edinburgh College of Art. His portrait of Hugo Williams was painted in the study of 
the poet’s Islington home and Sullivan says the sittings were ‘accompanied by, very loud, Elvis 
and early Cajun music’. The artist had been an admirer of Williams’s poetry, especially 
his Billy’s Rain collection, and after being introduced to him at a private view in 2014 by a friend, 
the poet Stephen Romer, Williams agreed to sit for a portrait. Sullivan’s work has been seen 
regularly in the exhibitions of the New English Art Club, the Royal Society of Portrait Painters 
and he was selected for display 12 times for the BP Portrait Award in 2002, and 2006 to 2015. 
He has been artist-in-residence at All Soul’s College, Oxford, and the Reform Club, Pall Mall. 
Sullivan’s portrait of the cosmologist and astrophysicist Professor Martin Rees was 
commissioned by the National Portrait Gallery. 

Judges’ comments - Hugo: ‘Finely rendered on a small scale, we thought the portrait gave us a 
strong sense of the presence of the sitter, the poet, Hugo Williams. The painting’s ageless 
quality is subtly balanced by the appearance of the modern wrist-watch.’ 

About Firstsite: 
Firstsite is a public contemporary art gallery in Colchester, Essex. Over the last fifteen years it 
has gained a strong reputation, presenting ambitious work to new audiences in the East of 
England and beyond. Situated in Colchester’s ‘cultural quarter,’ the present building was 
designed by Uruguayan architect Rafael Viñoly, and opened in 2011. Firstsite is a partner of 
Plus Tate, which uses Tate's resources to contribute to a network of arts organisations across 
the country, and to increase public access to the national collection of British and international 
modern and contemporary art. 

Firstsite opening hours: Monday – Sunday, 10am – 5pm 

Please visit the Firstsite website for booking information: www.firstsite.uk 

https://www.facebook.com/firstsite/
https://www.instagram.com/firstsitecolchester/
http://twitter.com/firstsite



